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This is Public Health: Australian Students’
Understanding of Public Health
Caoimhe Geraghty, La Trobe University, Victoria, Australia
Rebecca Fanany, Latrobe University, Victoria, Australia
Abstract: Young adults are a frequent target of health promotion campaigns in Australia yet there is
evidence to suggest that this cohort has little understanding of the nature and intent of Public Health
initiatives in their own environment. This paper describes the results of a study that evaluated the
knowledge and understanding of public health of a sample of 333 first year health science students at
an Australian University. Students were asked to submit photographs depicting their ideas about
public health and accompany these with a written rationale for their choices. The results of the study
suggest that the students at this level have a narrow interpretation of public health and do not understand
the organized nature of public health efforts or the aims of such initiatives. This study provides important
insight into the thinking of this cohort of young Australians, both in the context of preparing them for
future careers in public health as well as in relation to their response to health promotion campaigns
targeting them.
Keywords: This is Public Health Campaign, University Students, Understanding, Australia, Health
Promotion Campaigns
Introduction and Background
THE NATIONAL PUBLIC Health Partnership (NPHP) in Australia defines publichealth as the organised response by society to protect and promote health, and toprevent illness, injury and disability (1998: 148). Within this vast field, the public
health professional can specialise in Environmental Health , Epidemiology, Health
Promotion, Health Services Administration/Management , or International Health , among
other specialities (APHA, 2009). Public health professionals are multidisciplinary in nature,
coming to the field from an array of backgrounds such as medicine, social science, nursing,
nutrition, public policy, biostatistics or health economics, and study the field at postgraduate
level (Kelleher, 2009). However, an increasing number of Australian students are qualifying
through undergraduate courses in public health (Fleming, Parker, Gould & Service, 2009)
such as the one offered at La Trobe University, Victoria. Graduates typically find employment
in local, state or national government. Others are employed by community health centres
and non government organisations (NGO’s) such as charities, religious groups or cause
specific foundations such as the Cancer Council or mental health awareness group Beyond
Blue (Fleming et al, 2009; Kelleher, 2009).
Despite the integral role it plays in the everyday health of society, public health remains
an elusive concept, as even those within the field have difficulty grasping it in full (Turnock,
2001). This low level of awareness has led to several problems for the field including a lack
of understanding of various roles within public health (Clancy & Svensson, 2009), respect
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for the work done by public health professionals (Lewis, 1986) and a shortage of graduates
to fill the available positions (Colorado Health Foundation, 2009; Morrone, Alejandra
&Aronin, 2005), as many students are unaware of the opportunities available to them or
what this work would entail (Hughes & Desbrow, 2005).
In response to a shortage of public health graduates to fill the many positions currently
available in the United States, the Associated Schools of Public Health (ASPH) designed an
initiative entitled ‘This is Public Health’ (TIPH) (ASPH, 2009). Organisations that have
taken part include health centres, schools and universities but it is open to all interested
parties. Groups from 33 countries, including Australia, have joined the campaign (ASPH,
2009). Participants in the TIPH activity are asked to identify examples of public health in
their community and attach the specially designed TIPH sticker to the identified public health
initiative. Examples might include rubbish bins, no smoking signs or bicycle lanes. This
activity aims to highlight to the community how integral public health is to their everyday
life and health, while giving the participants a chance to think deeply and creatively about
the field (ASPH, 2009).
This TIPH campaign is just one of many ways in which public health is being celebrated
in the United States. In April 1995, then US President, Bill Clinton launched National Public
Health Week. This annual event, led by the America Public Health Association (APHA),
aims to increase awareness not just of public health issues but also of the field of public
health itself (APHA, 2007). The APHA has called for action to make public health more
visible in an effort to increase support among policy makers (APHA, 1996) and improve
recruitment into the field (Colorado Health Foundation, 2009). A low level of knowledge
about the field on the part of the general public has contributed to the serious shortage of
environmental health graduates and a lack of respect for the discipline (Morrone, Alejandra
& Aronin, 2005). In Norway, the role of public health nurses lacks visibility among muni-
cipal health officials. Of those who were aware of their contribution, many could not detail
their responsibilities (Clancy and Svensson, 2009). It is questionable whether even those
who work in the area of public health possess a sufficient grasp of the field’s scope (Turnock,
2001). This general lack of awareness has contributed to the low prestige of the field and
may be attributable to the missed opportunities by the practitioners in the field to establish
its importance in the public’s consciousness in the twentieth century (Lewis, 1986). Others
may argue that public health was deliberately kept in the background. Theories on the reason
for this calculated move range from the avoidance of public panic in times of epidemics to
the protection of the status of physicians (Rosen, 1983). As a consequence, students are at
best, ignorant of the possibility of public health as a career (Hughes & Desbrow, 2005) and
at worst repelled by its low status and perceived lack of importance or perhaps they simply
lack a proper understanding of the field.
This study seeks to establish whether a poor understanding of the discipline might account
for the low level of interest in the undergraduate major in public health at La Trobe University,
Victoria, Australia among a cohort of first year Bachelor of Health Science (BHS) students.
In light of the need for trained public health professionals in Victoria and Australia, this is
a serious concern, and there is a need to recruit capable and committed students into the
field. To this end, current first year Health Science students were asked to complete a ques-
tionnaire and take part in the ‘This is Public Health’ (TIPH) activity. This activity was de-
signed only to evaluate student knowledge of public health. Recruitment and retention
strategies have also been explored but will not be dealt with in this paper.
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Methods
Three hundred and thirty three first year Bachelor of Health Science students participated
in this study. The participants ranged in age from 18 to 45, with a median age of 18, one
quarter male (53/210) and three quarters female (157/210). The majority, 69% (160/209)
claimed Australian nationality, with 7% (16/209) stating they were Australian along with a
second nationality, for example Chinese/Australian or Greek/Australian, while 15% (33/209)
declared themselves to be from a country other than Australia. The most frequently stated
course of study was the Bachelor of Health Science at 89.4% (187/209). Other courses
studied by this cohort included the double degrees in which students combine their BHS
degree with a second including, Bachelor of Arts/ Bachelor of Health Science (6.6% or
14/209), Bachelor of Health Science/ International Development (1.9% or 4/209), Bachelor
of Health Science/ Bachelor of Business (0.9% or 2/209) and Bachelor of Health Science/
Health Information Management (0.9% or 2/209).
At La Trobe, students undertake a common first year and are required to choose a major
stream at the end of their first year of study for the remainder of their degree. This applies
to the small number of double degree students as well. These students may choose from the
same majors as single degree students, namely public health; ergonomics, safety and health;
anatomy and physiology; and, beginning in 2011, rehabilitation counselling.
Students at La Trobe take part in a discipline program, as part of which they attend lectures
intended to familiarize themwith various aspects of the health sciences. One discipline session
during semester 1, 2010 was used to explain the TIPH activity, and students were asked to
complete the first questionnaire which requested a range of demographic information and
allowed students to indicate their ideas about public health and express their views in writing.
Early in semester 2, students were asked to find three examples of public health in their im-
mediate environment, attach the ‘This is Public Health’ sticker, and take a photograph. The
pictures were submittedwith an accompanying explanation andwere displayed on a Facebook
page. This Facebook page also contained links to the connected websites www.whatispub-
lichealth.org and www.thisispublichealth.org which are run by the ASPH and provided a
forum for the students to discuss their thoughts about the project.
Of the 333 first year Health Science students, 210 completed the questionnaire and 248
took part in the sticker activity. The data collected through the questionnaires was analysed
using SPSS (Version 18), while the photographs, accompanying descriptions, and qualitative
statements were analysed using approaches drawn from cultural semiotics, content, and
thematic analysis.
Results
The data collected revealed what students thought public health to be through their photo-
graphs, paragraphs and the questionnaire. Analysis of the questionnaire revealed some im-
portant findings. Of those surveyed, only 6% (10/167) said that they chose to enter the BHS
in order to graduate with a degree in public health. Many of this number were double degree
students. A significant 78% (130/167) wanted to transfer out of the BHS into another course
within the Faculty of Health Sciences such as occupational therapy, speech pathology,
nursing or physiotherapy. This means that a very small number of this cohort enrolled in the
BHS in order to study public health alone. Of those who responded, only 24.6% (41/167)
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said public health would be their first choice of stream even though 83% (142/171) rate the
study of public health as “Sometimes interesting” or “Very interesting” (Table 1). Other
noteworthy findings include that 70% (149/210) of students rated their level of knowledge
of public health as “Average” (Table 2). Student understandings of public health were
measured in the Questionnaire by Question 15 (Appendix C), ‘What is Public Health about
( Name some things that make you think of Public Health )?’ Student responses were given
a mark out of 10. A score between 1 and 3 was earned by 13.7% (n = 27/196) of participants,
65.3% (128/196) got between 4 and 6 out of 10, while 20.8% (41/196) scored 7 or higher.
When asked where they gained their knowledge about public health, a majority, 67 %
(141/210), believed lectures in their current course to have been the biggest influence. Other
commonly mentioned sources of information included high school, 49 % (103/210), and
workshops in their current course (45% (94/210)) (Table 3).
Table 1 : How Interesting do you find the Study of Public Health
Percentage (n)Level of interest in public health
13.8%(29)Very interested
77%(161)Sometimes interested
5.7%(12)Not interested
3.3%(7)Not at all interested
N=209
Table 2: Self Rated Level of Understanding of Public Health
Percentage (n)Level of understanding of public health
10.3%(22)Very good/ good
70%(149)Average
17.4%(37)Low level of understanding
0.9%(2)No understanding
N= 210
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Table 3: Source of Public Health Knowledge
Percentage (n)Source
67%(141)Lectures
49%(103)High school
45%(94)Workshops
41%(87)Media
26%(55)Family/Friends
2.8%(6)Talking to a health professional
2.4%(5)Previous study/work
2.4%(5)Personal research
1.4%(3)Personal experience
N=210
Triangulation of the data sets (photographs and paragraphs) revealed often narrow or incorrect
interpretations of public health. The most frequent ideas centred on smoking legislation,
emergency services and first aid, waste management, hygiene, injury prevention, and phys-
ical activity (Table 4). Other common themes included environmental protection, road safety,
safe drinking water and emergency services (Table 4).
Ideas which do not fit within the NPHP definition of public health include stress avoidance,
saving money and pleasant surroundings. Many photographs involved themes related to as-
pects of their surroundings that are helpful in maintaining a healthy lifestyle but the accom-
panying paragraphs failed to link these themes to planned action by a governing body. These
suggestions included weight loss solutions, water use, health hazards including fire safety,
crime prevention, cleaning products, musical instruments, pet animals, charities, pharmacies,
health centres and hospitals, car pooling, community engagement, playgrounds and parks.
Other entries related to problematic issues within society which may affect health including
alcohol consumption, smoking, fast food, a lack of safety precautions such as fencing around
a pool, open drains and disposal of syringes.
The participants do not seem to have grasped the concept that public health must be the
result of some organised effort. Their interpretations tended to focus on visible aspects of
the environment that might be associated with efforts to improve quality of life but generally
showed a lack of awareness of the process or thinking that linked these examples with pro-
tection of the public through policy, legislation, or initiative or the rationale that underlies
the provision of such examples in the public arena.
The paragraphs accompanying the photographs also seemed to lack the vocabulary to
express what was being displayed in the photograph. While participants were able to allude
to the category of public health which their photograph displayed in a general sense, they
did not seem to have the vocabulary to give the correct term or the understanding to discuss
why this public health measure was necessary for health (please see Appendix B for text
accompanying photos).
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Table 4: Categories of Results
Number of photographs
(Percentage of total*)
Public health category
77(10.1%)Waste management including recycling and hazardous waste
48(6.3%)Smoking including no smoking signs and warning labels
39(5.1%)Emergency Services/ Equipment and First Aid
38(5%)Physical Activity including Playgrounds
33(4.3%)Environmental protection
32(4.2%)Hygiene including hand washing
31(4%)Road Safety including safe crossing, road signs, seat belts and
driving licence rules
26(3.4%)Injury prevention
23(3%)Food and Nutrition
23(3%)Clean Water
11(1.4%)Toilets
10(1.3%)Sun Safety
9(1.2%)Sexual Health
*Number of Photographs = 759
Discussion
This research revealed that the level of understanding about public health among this cohort
of students leaves room for improvement. Many students misinterpreted the aim of public
health to mean the general application of healthy lifestyle habits such as exercising and eating
fruit. Student interpretations fail to show a grasp of how their examples relate to public
health, even if a particular picture really could be used as an example of a public health ini-
tiative. That is, they are narrow in scope but also lack depth. For example, why, in the context
of protecting the public, does Australia have warning labels on cigarettes? Students tend to
state very bluntly ‘smoking is bad’ without understanding why, then, it is considered appro-
priate to remind the public of this on every package of cigarettes.
As ascertained by previous studies (Clancy & Svensson, 2009, Hughes &Desbrow, 2005,
Turnock, 2001), the public has vague ideas about public health, including members of the
health professions and those who are studying a health profession, such as this cohort. Yet,
80% of the students themselves viewed their own level of knowledge to be ‘Average’ to
‘Very good’. Participants indicated that their knowledge of public health was gained mainly
through education, at both secondary and tertiary level. Media, family and friends also have
been influential. This might tell us that those within themedia and their circle of acquaintances
may not be well versed in the nuances of the field, giving these students a limited view.
Additionally, perhaps their interaction with the educational system has been ineffective in
providing them with a broad understanding of this area of study. Their lack of proficiency
in the subject matter may also be a reflection of their level of interest in the study of public
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health, as only 14% claimed significant interest in the field. This underscores the difficulty
of encouraging students to study public health at the undergraduate level. Their prior exper-
ience and knowledge gained from secondary school subjects does not appear to support an
in depth or even accurate understanding of what the field entails, while Australian students
are required to choose the field they wish to study at the time of their application to university
courses. Nonetheless, they tend to believe that they posses this understanding. This creates
a dilemma for faculties of health sciences and schools and departments of public health in
recruiting an enthusiastic and interested student body and training it in the competencies
required by the profession.
Analysis of the categories of the photographs revealed additional insights into the thinking
of this cohort. The recurrence of photographs of injury prevention and physical activity may
be a reflection of the number of students whowish to transfer out of the BHS to pursue careers
in allied health fields such as physiotherapy, speech therapy, podiatry or occupational therapy.
It may also underscore a common misconception among the public that health centres on
treatment of abnormal or disadvantageous conditions. The concept that it is beneficial to
focus on prevention before the fact is generally not well understood, nor is the idea that
prevention should be an important focus of public health. This lack of insight seems to extend
to this cohort of students, even though this distinction is covered in depth in the material
used during their first semester of study.
Student examples also tended to focus on public education campaigns and programs that
are generally known in Australia and are addressed in the school curriculum or have been
advertised on television and in other media. There are indications that they view public health
as any (remotely) health-related information that is visible in the public realm. They have
very little knowledge of aspects of public health that are not associated with current public
information campaigns (for example, food hygiene and inspection or vaccination against
childhood infectious disease) and tend to confuse environmental protection and health. As
first year students are required to take an introductory public health unit in the first semester
of their first year of study, which they would have almost completed at the time the TIPH
activity was presented to them, they should, in fact, possess some insight into the rationale
for public health activities and some basis for understanding their aims.
Also noteworthy are the educational campaigns that did not feature prominently in student
submissions. Australia is awash with campaigns aimed at teenagers and young adults, the
age group of this cohort, including road safety, drinking and drug use, mental health, anti
social behaviour and violence, sun safety and sexual health. Surprisingly few of these cam-
paigns were submitted as examples by these participants, which suggests these campaigns
are not reaching their target audience. If this is the case, it is important to understand why
and what might be done to increase their impact. Perhaps the low status of public health as
a field and as an idea has also led to poor regard for preventative health as a whole, while
curative medicine remains dominant. It is also possible that this age cohort has come to ignore
public health information as just more advertising because of the amount they are exposed
to in their environment. Even so, these students failed to recognize that these campaigns
represent public health campaigns and apparently are unaware of their intended function.
Additionally, it is somewhat surprising to find that this cohort was unable to express their
understandings of public health in the appropriate language of the field. After their first year,
the students who do not choose to continue in public health are unlikely to study this field
again. However, whatever the career path of these participants, they are likely to encounter
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public health practitioners in their work. Without the vocabulary or understanding, these
future health care providers may have difficulty communicating with their colleagues in
public health and corresponding trouble making use of public health literature that may be
relevant to their work. In Australia, for example, the same national health priorities apply
to medicine, allied health and public health, and there is increasing emphasis on addressing
these priorities in multi-disciplinary teams (Kalucy, Beacham, Raupach, Dwyer, & Pilotto,
2001; National Health and Medical Research Council (NHMRC), 2010). A further effect
might be to confirm in the thinking of health care providers that public health is a less pres-
tigious profession than those with direct patient/client contact, thus reinforcing attitudes that
are already common in the Australian community and elsewhere in the world (Keck, 2000;
Houghton, 2003; Patel & Rushefsky, 2005).
The finding that members of this student cohort felt they had a good understanding of
public health is also significant. The fact that any behaviour or action associated with good
health or well being was generally thought to be an example of public health suggests that
these students view public health efforts as being ordinary, not requiring expertise, and
capable of explication by anyone. While this is not the case, it does represent a dominant
view among students. This probably accounts for the perception of this group that public
health is not worth studying and is an “easy” field. In light of this perception (even if it is
incorrect), it is perhaps not surprising that students attach little prestige to the field and do
not feel it will provide themwith meaningful career opportunities. Since their understanding
of public health seems to be limited to commonly observed features of their immediate en-
vironment, it is likely that many members of this cohort feel that they have nothing more to
learn about public health, and this contributes to their lack of interest in the field. It probably
also accounts for the observation that many of them had not mastered material that was ex-
plicitly covered in the first semester curriculum that they had completed before this research
took place.
In light of the need for trained public health professionals in Victoria and Australia, this
lack of understanding is a serious concern, and there is a need to recruit capable and committed
students into the field. The problem is compounded by a lack of informed advising for high
school students when they choose their preferences for university entry and by a common
idea in Australia that the subjects studied at the upper secondary level accurately characterize
the nature of teaching and content at the university level. In this context, there is a growing
need for involvement of the relevant university programs in student advising at the high
school level, for cooperation between university public health programs and high schools,
and outreach to students beyond the annual Open Days that are held in late winter and allow
students to visit universities and collect information on programs they may be interested in
applying to.
Conclusion and Recommendations
This research revealed that the first year Bachelor of Health Science students had narrow
interpretations of public health and lacked the relevant vocabulary of the field. Participants
failed to recognise the organised nature of the field and often categorized characteristics of
a healthy lifestyle as public health. Despite this, the participants felt they possessed a high
level of understanding of the field. They gained this understanding from various sources
including school, family and friends, yet their interest in the field is not particularly high.
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As future health professionals, this mismatch between perceived level of understanding,
actual understanding and interest in public health may have implications for the standing of
the field. In order to rebuild the status of public health, all professional courses in health
fields should include public health as a core subject, and it should also be integrated into
other subjects within health science courses. This will ensure that a clear understanding of
public health is gained and the status of the field is re-established. Future studies should in-
vestigate how well other sections of the community understand public health, including a
range of health professionals, students from faculties other than health science and the gen-
eral public.
The results of this research suggest that all public health professionals should make their
work more visible in society in order to raise awareness of the field. This will serve to increase
the status of the field and boost recruitment. The findings presented here may also have im-
plications for the likely success of public health campaigns, as this age group is often the
target audience of many such campaigns.
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Appendix A Sample Photographs
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Appendix B - Paragraphs on their photographs (verbatim)
Vaccination
A vaccination is an example of public health because it focuses on disease prevetion [sic]
and prolonging life, by being immunised against infuenza [sic] I am less likely to contract
the disease. This is also an example of Herd immunity, because I am now part of a portion
of the population who cannot contract or spread the disease to unprotected individuals
therefore improving public health.
Water sustainability
Environmental health is the relationship between the environment and the surrounding
population of people. That aspect of public health is what is being represented in this picture,
the water –related feature of it. In Australia today we are trying to manage our water use in
order to facilitate a sustainable water future and it is our responsibility as the public to do.
However Public health also plays a big role in promoting a strategic framework to follow
while making sure we are healthy, safe and are still able to enjoy everyday activities without
the overuse of water.
Donating Blood
The first photo is of me donating blood. In their lifetimes, 1 in 3 people will need somebody
else’s blood to keep them healthy. Donated blood plays a big part in the effective treatment
of cancer patients, especially those with blood disorders such as Leukaemia. It also plays an
important role in saving the lives of people undergoing major operations and those who have
lost blood through trauma such as road accidents. The plasma and platelets from donated
blood contain special clotting factors which are also used to help seal wounds in surgical
and cancer patients.
Special seat
2/ Disabled Seats at the MCG - This second photo is an example of public health because
disabled seats in public places enables the elderley [sic] and disabled members of the public
to be properley [sic] cared for and at the same time feel a part of society. By having disabled
seats for these people they are encouraged to get out into the public, knowing that their needs
will be catered for and they will not be disadvantaged. As public health includes all members
of a community being properly catered for, disabled seats must also be an example of public
health.
Lollipop lady
This crossing supervisor waits outside the local primary school between the hours of 3-4pm
to help young children safely cross roads on their way home from school. The supervisor is
dressed in fluorescent clothing so that all members of the public can see her, including ped-
estrians and motorists. Her high visibility clothing not only makes her easy for the children
to find, but it also protects her from being injured while she is at work. The whole community
benefits from crossing supervisors properly doing there job [sic]. Children feel safe walking
home, giving them the chance to fit physical activity into their daily routines. They can
easily cross the road without the stress of knowing when it is safe to cross. This provides
education for them in later years. Knowing this, parents feel more comfortable letting their
children walk to and from school without worrying about them. Motorists also benefit, as
they have a decreased chance of having an accident involving a school aged child.
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Appendix C Questionnaire 1
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